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Interdisciplinary Project on Domestic Violence 


Projet interdisciplinaire sur la violence familiale 


December 1988 


To Professional Colleagues and the Public We Serve, 


Ten national professional associations have co-sponsored the "Interdisciplinary 
Project on Domestic Violence" out of a deep commitment to provide better service to 
those suffering from domestic violence. Our respective members provide important and 
necessary services to families, including survivors, victims and perpetrators of domestic 
violence. The challenge is ours to improve service through an interdisciplinary approach. 


We are pleased to present to you the enclosed findings of Phase | of the Project: 
a definition and better understanding of interdisciplinary cooperation, a description of 
present practices within Canada, and recommendations about changes and supports to 
professionals in providing interdisciplinary service. Hopefully the documentation from our 
Phase | research will provide information and incentives that enhance interdisciplinary and 
intersectoral relationships and remove attitudinal, systemic and structural barriers. 


The next phases of the Project will focus on greater involvement of professionals 
and client groups toward the development and implementation of interdisciplinary 
guidelines, strategies, and community initiatives. This work will continue through 1989, 
in each province in Canada, with the hope that resource materials, workshops, and local 
work groups will support professionals in providing interdisciplinary services to those 
affected by family violence. 


On behalf of the Steering Committee of the Project, | invite you to respond to this 
report and to express an interest in joining us in the next stages of this Project. 


Sincerely, 


(ang Uefa 


Mary Hegan 
Chair, Steering Committee 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 


Recommendation 1: The federal and provincial/territorial governments, where appropriate, should 
change policies and procedures, removing structural and systemic barriers to interdisciplinary and 
intersectoral approaches to domestic violence issues. 


Recommendation 2: Governmental and non-governmental organizations should provide adequate 
financial and human resources to enable policy officials, program supervisors and service providers to 
coordinate services and to undertake collaborative programs. 


Recommendation 3: Universities and colleges which provide training and continuing education to 
professionals should be encouraged to present both a theoretical and a practical understanding of 
interdisciplinary approaches to their students. 


Recommendation 4: National and provincial/territorial associations should take active leadership roles 
in fostering interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence. 


Recommendation 5: Promotional initiatives should include the creation and distribution of general 
guidelines to professionals, fostering positive attitudes to responding to domestic violence and to using 
interdisciplinary and intersectoral methods. 


Recommendation 6: Initiatives should be undertaken to build a body of knowledge concerning 
interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence, and to share this information and existing expertise 
among individuals and groups. 


Recommendation 7: Permanent resources such as training manuals, information booklets, resource 
kits, educational videos and group development models should be created as useful methods of 
disseminating accumulated knowledge and information. 


Recommendation 8: Educational opportunities and resources for the maintenance and enhancement of 
interdisciplinary methods should be made available to existing interdisciplinary groups. 


Recommendation 9: National and provincial/territorial associations should immediately undertake 
initiatives to raise awareness of interdisciplinary approaches, especially among the professional groups 
that have been least involved in cooperative approaches to domestic violence. 


Recommendation 10: Professionals from a wide variety of disciplines, sectors and methods of practice 
should be actively involved in the design and implementation of interdisciplinary initiatives and activities. 


2 


Recommendation 11: The promotion of interdisciplinary cooperation should be defined and 
implemented in a way which recognizes the importance of cross-sectoral and cross-cultural cooperation 
on domestic violence issues, and utilizes the expertise of community-based organizations. 


Recommendation 12: Strategies for interdisciplinary development should either be directly relevant or 
easily adaptable to a variety of needs and contexts; e.g., rural or isolated areas, the north, communities 
with a diverse cultural base, or specialized service areas. . 


Recommendation 13: To be most effective, national and provincial /territorial initiatives to promote 
interdisciplinarity should be facilitative rather than directive in nature. 
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TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 


Domestic Violence 


For the purpose of this project, domestic violence is defined as “abuse that occurs between and among 
persons who are related by affection, kinship and/or trust". It includes all forms of abuse and neglect 
(physical, sexual, psychological, financial, etc.) which takes place within families. Women and children 
are the primary victims of domestic violence. Domestic violence is a general term which encompasses 
the specific issues of child abuse, child sexual abuse, wife battering and elder abuse. 


Interdisciplinary and Multidisciplinary 


Within the research literature and among those in the field, the terms interdisciplinary and 
multidisciplinary have a variety of meanings and are often used interchangeably. "“Interdisciplinary” is 
sometimes used to describe a process of interaction between disciplines or professional groups. Ludwig 
(1981) defines an interdisciplinary approach as “one in which workers of different disciplines come 
together to address common problems". The term multidisciplinary, on the other hand, often is used to 
describe the composition of a group which is made up of more than one discipline. For the sake of 
simplicity in this report, the term interdisciplinary will generally be used, except when it is necessary to 
describe the theoretical distinctions between the terms. 


Intersectoral 


The term intersectoral is used to describe the interaction between individuals who work in the major 
sectors involved with domestic violence issues: professionals, para-professionals, volunteers and con- 
sumers of services. While the bulk of the report deals with issues concerning professional cooperation, 
the importance of collaboration among all individuals involved in domestic violence issues is recognized 
and endorsed. 


INTRODUCTION 


While researching this report on interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence issues, the 
researchers had the privilege and opportunity to talk with professionals and other participants in the area 
of domestic violence across Canada. As efforts to create interdisciplinary cooperation were described, 
the analogy of climbing a mountain became clear. For individuals working in organizations and 
communities where cooperation with others is minimal or non-existent, where tensions between agencies 
and individuals are felt by everyone, and professionals are isolated from each other and from the 
community at large, a successful interdisciplinary approach appears to be unattainable. Many 
professionals are tired and discouraged by the effort to achieve an interdisciplinary approach to 
domestic violence, a struggle which they often undertake with no outside help. Many feel they have tried 
and failed to make any real progress in overcoming barriers to change within institutions and 
communities. All that can be seen is the tremendous effort required to scale the mountain, not what is 
beyond the crest. 


By contrast, those who have achieved a measure of cooperation with their colleagues, experiencing the 
benefits of mutual support, joint initiatives and a coordinated approach to prevention and treatment, 
don't look back. They can’t imagine returning to an isolated approach to their work, and definitely feel 
that the effort required to achieve their current degree of cooperation (and the struggle to maintain it) is 
worth it. The view from this side of the mountain is certainly different. 


What is an interdisciplinary approach to domestic violence, and how can it be fostered? One author 
defines an interdisciplinary approach as "one in which workers of different disciplines come together to 
address common problems" (Ludwig, 1981, p. 162). Interdisciplinary models enable professionals and 
others to make personal connections, create structures and maintain a process which allows them to 
work together effectively. Many dynamic, successful examples of cooperative approaches are apparent 
in Canada. Individuals and groups active in all sectors of the domestic violence field are using a wide 
variety of methods to create informal networks, interdisciplinary programs, interagency teams, general 
and specialized interagency committees and independent coordinating agencies. These models have 
resulted in "intangible" effects such as reduced hostility and increased morale among professionals, and 
better referrals for those served. Some of the positive outcomes of interdisciplinary and intersectoral 
cooperation have been: community-wide information sharing; more effective needs assessment and 
planning; better service coordination; design and monitoring of joint protocols and programs; case 
consultation and review; stronger client advocacy; public and professional education; and government 
consultation. 
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Learning to promote interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence in the community and workplace 
is of concern to service providers at the national, provincial /territorial and local levels. To create 
effective interdisciplinary approaches, professionals must shift from unidisciplinary thinking to an 
orientation which places shared beliefs and group needs before loyalty to a professional identity or 
method. A truly interdisciplinary orientation to domestic violence issues requires trust, commitment and 
“will” in order to be successful. 


An example of the ability to overcome professional boundaries was observed within the London 
Coordinating Committee on Domestic Violence. One committee member’s acceptance of a unified 
approach to wife battering was illustrated by a report from the representative of the London Police Force 
(who was also new to the committee). This police officer had recently made an impromptu presentation 
to local media on the importance of recognizing the committee’s contributions to stopping domestic 
violence, rather than focusing on the individual agencies involved. He stated in his report to the 
committee that “obviously what the committee is able to accomplish together is more important than 
what each individual agency accomplishes". This is a rare attitude in the domestic violence field, where 
territorialism and agency isolation are common. 


The promotion and support of interdisciplinary models among workers in the area of domestic violence 
is an important contribution to a more efficient, effective and compassionate response to the families 
involved. All those involved in the field would benefit from understanding interdisciplinary principles and 
learning strategies for scaling the mountain. 


The Interdisciplinary Project on Domestic Violence was begun in 1986 to explore how a group of national 
associations could work together to promote and enhance interdisciplinary approaches to domestic 
violence. The objectives of the project are to: 


encourage professionals to consider interdisciplinary cooperation as a way of responding 
to domestic violence; 


encourage the development of strategies and models which stimulate interdisciplinary 
cooperation; 


develop interdisciplinary principles and guidelines for professionals who deal with 
domestic violence; 


develop and implement a process to promote discussion and action on interdisciplinary 
work at the service level. 


The Interdisciplinary Project on Domestic Violence received funding from Health and Welfare Canada to 
plan and research a joint project on interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence. The results of the 
research phase have been published in two reports. This report (Summary of Findings and Conclusions) 
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highlights the findings concerning interdisciplinary development in the domestic violence field. It raises 
some important issues in promoting interdisciplinary approaches among professionals, and provides 
thirteen recommendations for change within governmental and non-governmental organizations. The 
second report (Research Findings) offers a more detailed account of the research literature, interviews 
with key informants in the field, and a more thorough discussion of the rationale and strategies for 
promoting interdisciplinarity. (Please see the inside front cover of this report for information on obtaining 
the research report.) 


THE NEED FOR INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 


Twenty years ago, few Canadians, professionals included, could have accurately estimated the degree to 
which violence in families would permeate society. Professionals are serving more and more survivors, 
secondary victims or perpetrators of domestic violence. A significant proportion of human services 
professionals work extensively in the domestic violence field, which has emerged in response to the 
need for prevention, intervention and treatment of domestic violence. 


Few other social issues have so dramatically crossed the boundaries of responsibility in the criminal 
justice, health care, education and social services systems, or have required those working in institu- 
tions, the voluntary sector, and church and community-based organizations to work so closely together. 
As the demand for response has increased, it has become clear that traditional methods of service deliv- 
ery are less than effective in addressing the complex issues of domestic violence. This awareness has 
resulted in the development of new approaches to service delivery. However, the development of co- 
Operative approaches has been sporadic and selective. While many examples of dynamic, innovative 
models exist, the vast majority of professionals have been unaffected by the development of 
interdisciplinary methods. 


Many of the inadequacies of the present service delivery system can be attributed to a lack of 
coordination among service providers, affecting both recipients and providers of services (Dale & Davies, 
1985). The following examples provide glimpses of the fragmented nature of intervention, and illustrate 
the impact on individuals. 


Both the reluctance of many professionals to become involved in domestic violence and the conflicting 
messages women receive when they seek help are illustrated by this woman’s experiences: 


| have been kicked in the abdomen when | was visibly pregnant....1| have been slapped, kicked, and 
thrown, picked up again and thrown down again. | have been punched and kicked in the head, 
chest, face, and abdomen more times than | can count. 


Early in our marriage | went to a clergyman who, after a few visits, told me that my husband meant 
no real harm....1 was encouraged to be more tolerant and understanding. 
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Next time (that my husband abused me), | turned to a doctor. | was given little pills to relax me and 
told to take things easier. 


| turned to a professional family guidance agency....1 had to defend myself against the suspicion that | 
wanted to be hit, that | invited the beatings. 


| called the police one time. They not only did not respond to the call, they called several hours later 
to ask if things had "settled down". | could have been dead by then! 


| have nowhere to go if it happens again... 
(Martin, cited in McShane, 1979) 


The woman in this example looked for help and found misinformed, indifferent professionals and social 
service delivery systems. The lack of a coordinated response in her community meant that each profes- 
sional or agency had its own approach to the violence and none of them referred her to another service 
for assistance. Contrast this experience to one in a community where professional education and 
training is coordinated by an interdisciplinary committee. A group of representatives from major 
agencies and professional groups create uniform policies and intervention protocols, and professionals in 
the community consistently refer women to appropriate services. 


Some of the problems arising from the lack of an interdisciplinary approach to treatment services for 
children are illustrated by this example: 


Billy is ten years old and is in the fourth grade. His teachers are concerned about his disruptive 
behaviour in their classrooms. He is extremely impulsive and sometimes is aggressive to other 
children, especially when they are receiving attention from the teachers. Thus, the teachers have 
designed a behaviour-modification checkmark system to help Billy stay in his seat, to stop talking out, 
and to cooperate with other students. Billy’s pediatrician believes that his problems may be a result 
of a biochemical imbalance and has prescribed a low-sugar diet. Billy’s mother is trying to follow this 
diet at home, but she has difficulty controlling what he eats at school and when he visits the homes 
of his friends. Billy also goes to a private psychologist once a week; he reports that Billy is feeling 
angry and confused about the arrival of his baby sister, which occurred just before school started. 
The psychologist is helping Billy express some of these feelings by talking them out rather than 
acting them out in school and at home.... 


Everyone who is working with Billy is doing the best he or she can to help him. The problem is that 
no one really Knows what the other adults are doing with him. This lack of knowledge has led to 
much inconsistency and perhaps some major mistakes. For example, the teachers have inadvertently 
allowed Billy to eat certain foods that are not on his diet. Moreover, they tell Billy to keep his feelings 
to himself -- especially during the reading period, when Billy is extremely frustrated and expresses 
himself toward others in a most inappropriate way. The pediatrician is considering placing Billy on 
medication to control his hyperactive behaviour....based almost solely on the parents’ observation of 
behaviour at home and on their secondhand reports of his school behaviour....The psychologist does 
not subscribe to the notion that Billy has a chemical imbalance; he sees in the family dynamics more 
than enough tension and conflict to explain Billy’s anger and confusion. He notes the fact that Billy 
was used as an emotional football during a recent period in his parents’ marriage when separation 
and divorce were being considered.... 

(Garner, 1988, p. 2-3) 
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Other accounts of shortcomings in the system’s response to domestic violence are not difficult to find. 
For instance, survivors of domestic violence and their advocates who were interviewed for this research 
reported little consistency in the quality of professional response, and felt that service providers often 
lacked knowledge and sensitivity to the issues. The criminal justice system in particular was viewed as 
slow, cumbersome and hostile to women and children. Most advocates working outside the professional 
sphere reported receiving minimal cooperation and respect from professionals. 


For their part, professionals indicated that their most serious service delivery problem was a lack of 
agencies to which they could refer. They also recognized that clients experience confusion about the 
mandate and responsibility of particular professionals, have often been given inappropriate referrals, and 
lack information about the types of services available. For professionals, a lack of peer support and the 
inefficient use of resources contributes to frustration and burnout. Policy experts identified the "system- 
driven" nature of the service delivery system as extremely detrimental to clients. 


THE ADVANTAGES OF AN INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 


In general, interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence have been accepted as the ideal response 
to domestic violence. Cooperative approaches are necessary because they promote a more thorough 
understanding of the issues involved, ensure better service to clients, lead to a more efficient use of 
resources and reduce system-induced trauma for victims and their families. 


In the existing literature, interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence are considered essential, due 
to the complexity and unfamiliarity of the area for most professionals (Seidl & Paradise, 1984). 
Coordinated intervention is the ideal goal, especially for child victims. Interdisciplinary service delivery 
has been shown to increase reporting and conviction rates (Bulkley and Davidson in Finkelhor, Gomes- 
Schwartz & Horowitz, 1982), to increase the effectiveness of treatment (Hochstadt & Harwicke, 1985) 
and to decrease the trauma of disclosure for survivors (Wagner, 1987). An interdisciplinary approach 
enhances morale and minimizes burnout for the professionals involved (Watt, 1985 and Mouzakitis & 
Goldstein, 1985). 


Interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence will not solve all or even most of the problems 
associated with professional and institutional responses. The promotion of interdisciplinary methods 
represents only one strategy for alleviating some of the problems experienced by service providers and 
users of the system. However, the development of interdisciplinary and inter-sectoral cooperation can 
provide the framework in which all concerned can work toward compatible outcomes instead of 
operating at cross purposes. 
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BARRIERS TO CREATING INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES 


Achieving an interdisciplinary approach to domestic violence within a workplace or community requires 
that those involved overcome a wide range of barriers to change. Workers in the area of domestic 
violence provided useful insights into the problems they have faced in trying to create and maintain 
cooperative models. These barriers can be grouped into three categories: structural and systemic 
problems, organizational barriers and individual issues. 


A number of individuals identified the patriarchal social structure (an interlocking system of values and 
structures which reflects reality from a male perspective and which values maleness above femaleness) 
as a contributing factor in the devaluation of women and children. This social structure supports rigid, 
hierarchical organizations and promotes a belief in professional authority and autonomy at the expense 
of alternative approaches. The patriarchal framework has produced a system that is agency, rather than 
client-centred. 


Organizational barriers to cooperation between professionals arise from a lack of human and financial 
resources. The results include high caseloads, a lack of supportive policies and procedures, and an 
unwillingness among senior agency personnel to deal with domestic violence issues or to make changes 
in policies or procedures. 


Among individual professionals, resistance to interdisciplinary approaches is often the result of poor 
attitudes concerning domestic violence. This resistance is compounded by a lack of faith in the potential 
for professional cooperation, a fear of losing autonomy and power, unrealistic expectations of change, 
and feelings of mistrust toward other professional groups. 


The research literature was particularly enlightening concerning the many barriers to be overcome in 
maintaining an interdisciplinary process. For example, the lack of a consistent understanding of the 
problem (French, 1984), overlapping responsibilities, and organizational obstacles interfere with the 
creation and maintenance of interdisciplinary methods. Successful collaboration requires on-going 
group maintenance (Kovitz, et. al., 1984) which includes dealing with inter-professional conflicts and 
differences (Molin & Herskowitz, 1986). 


PROMOTING INTERDISCIPLINARY DEVELOPMENT 
The promotion of interdisciplinarity requires a thorough understanding of obstacles, and the formation of 


a Clear strategy to assist professionals in combating these difficulties, and in creating new 
interdisciplinary efforts. Improving the interdisciplinary process depends on building trust, encouraging 


10 


better communication, and sharing information, ideas and new methods. Professionals require clear, 
workable and realistic guidelines which provide standards of practice and which clearly indicate their 
respective responsibilities. Solutions to fragmented care must challenge traditional bureaucracy and 
provide concrete financial and human resources and materials, including educational opportunities and 
aids. Face-to-face meetings and regional team building are essential to the success of this process. 


Given the needs expressed by front-line professionals, consumers and advocates in the field of domestic 
violence, it is not surprising that a substantial number of initiatives are already underway to increase or 
enhance interdisciplinary approaches. It is crucial that any new initiatives complement existing 
programs. 


The role of professionals in the domestic violence field has been addressed by a number of 

provincial /territorial governments. In addition, non-governmental and voluntary organizations play a 
crucial role, continuing to advocate and promote increased interdisciplinary and intersectoral 
cooperation on the issues. Three main mechanisms to promote interdisciplinarity among professionals 
involved in domestic violence issues are apparent: 


training (including the creation of resource materials and handbooks); 
the development of protocols; 


the creation of interdisciplinary teams and committees. 


Clearly, the ability of these mechanisms to foster trust, commitment and the "will" to make 
interdisciplinary methods work influences their success in changing the unidisciplinary approach of most 
professionals. 


National Initiatives 


Other than the Interdisciplinary Project on Domestic Violence, there are no other nation-wide initiatives 
with the purpose of promoting interdisciplinary initiatives. However, several local pilot projects which are 
funded by the federal government are of related interest. For example, the Department of the Solicitor 
Genera! funded a project recently to stimulate cooperative action on child sexual abuse in four 
communities in Nova Scotia, and is currently funding a two-year project in St. John’s, Newfoundland to 
establish an Interdisciplinary Committee on Violence Against Women. These projects have enabled 
individual communities to develop interdisciplinary responses which may eventually serve as models in 
other communities. 
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No overall policy exists to guide professional practice when dealing with domestic violence, even though 
professionals across the country are regulated or influenced by a variety of governmental and non- 
governmental guidelines and policy statements. Two current initiatives by Health and Welfare Canada 
(the Working Group on Institutional Guidelines for Health Care Related to Neglect, Abuse, Assault and 
Violence, and the Federal Working Group on Guidelines for Child Sexual Abuse) will result in national 
guidelines on domestic violence issues for community workers, but these are completely voluntary in 
nature and deal with interdisciplinarity in a limited fashion. 


Provincial/Territorial Initiatives 


Through sponsorship of training workshops, the distribution of resources, or by funding projects to 
facilitate the development of local coordinating committees, a number of provincial and territorial 
governments are actively promoting the development of interdisciplinary approaches. For example, the 
Government of Alberta has produced Breaking the Pattern: How Alberta Communities Can Help 
Assaulted Women and their Families. Several non-governmental groups have produced training events 
and manuals which include material on interdisciplinary approaches. These include The Community in 
Concert: A Resource Handbook for Child Abuse Coordinating Committees produced by the Ontario 
Social Development Council and the Ontario Centre for the Prevention of Child Abuse; and Child Sexual 


Abuse: An Integrated Response; Implementation Guidelines From the Child Sexual Abuse Project 
Advisory Committee by the United Way of the Lower Mainland in British Columbia. 


Province/territory-wide protocols on child abuse and wife battering, generated by provincial territorial 
government departments or professional associations, are becoming increasingly common. However, 
the response of each province/territory is unique and at a different stage of development. For example, 
in Manitoba, the Department of Social Services has created intersectoral protocols for child abuse and 
wife assault, although individual protocols for social workers and health practitioners are still in use. 
Many provinces/territories are standardizing procedures within each profession or sector and a few are 
moving towards intersectoral guidelines. Nevertheless, the degree to which protocols create the “will” to 
cooperate with other professionals is still in debate. 


Local Initiatives 


Most initiatives to increase interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence have occurred at the local 
level. In general, training for front-line workers in domestic violence is increasingly interdisciplinary in 
nature (in terms of content and participation). However, training rarely addresses interdisciplinary issues 
directly, and tends to exclude details of the knowledge and skills workers require to work cooperatively 
with other professionals. 


12 


A variety of fora for interdisciplinary and joint approaches were revealed in discussions with professionals 
from across Canada. To promote interdisciplinarity, professionals and other community members are 
creating informal networks, interdisciplinary programs, interagency teams, general and specialized inter- 
agency committees and independent coordinating agencies. These mechanisms have been designed to 
serve particular needs within workplaces and communities, and have clearly resulted in varying degrees 
of integration in response to family violence. However, it has been found that coordinating committees 
tend to focus on agency rather than individual professional responses, and that independent 
practitioners such as physicians, lawyers, psychologists and social workers in private practice are less 
often represented. Few committees include clergy and teachers, who are not often considered to be 
integrally involved in domestic violence issues. 


In order to examine interdisciplinary approaches in more detail, five communities from across Canada 
were selected and visited. These communities (Vancouver, British Columbia; Thompson, Manitoba; 
London, Ontario; Laval, Quebec and King’s County, Nova Scotia) provide insight into the factors leading 
to the development of interdisciplinary models, and the achievements and challenges that professionals 
working in each community have experienced. 


Generally speaking, interdisciplinary teams and committees in these communities grew out of a strongly 
felt need for action by practitioners in the area of domestic violence. The focus of coordination varies: 
for example, in Vancouver, coordination and joint initiatives usually focus on specific issues and projects, 
while a number of coordinating committees exist in the child abuse and elder abuse areas. 

Professionals in Thompson, Manitoba rely primarily on informal communication networks, except in the 
case of child abuse, in which there exists a formal coordinating committee. Individuals and agencies in 
London, Ontario have reached a high degree of integration in each of the issues of wife battering and 
child abuse, where coordinating committees have been in existence for eight and ten years, respectively. 
Recently, a committee on elder abuse was formed. In Laval, Quebec, community groups and 
professionals came together to form one of the province’s “tables de concertation" to address wife 
battering. Agency representatives in King’s County, Nova Scotia perceived a strong need for 
coordination in the area of child sexual abuse and formed a specific coordinating committee on that 
issue. 


None of the communities studied has initiated one coordinating mechanism for domestic violence in 
general. In these communities, interdisciplinary training events often acted as a catalyst for more 
structured collaboration. Interdisciplinary protocols, if they existed, were an outcome of, rather than a 
mechanism for, achieving increased coordination. 
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Contacts in these communities confirmed the presence of many of the needs, problems and barriers to 
interdisciplinary cooperation previously mentioned. They also indicated how much they would have 
benefited, during the development of their interdisciplinary initiatives, from support and assistance in 
removing the barriers to cooperation in their communities. They noted that this kind of support was still 
necessary, even once the interdisciplinary structures were in place. 


Moving from Disciplinarity to Interdisciplinarity 


Developing strategies which encourage professionals to adopt interdisciplinary thinking requires an 
understanding of the current unidisciplinary orientation among professionals. Modern thinking is based 
on the specialization and separation of knowledge (Morin, cited in Michaud, St.-Amand & Clavette, 1985). 
The scientific, technological and industrial advances which occurred after the Second World War resulted 
in professionalism, a system in which skilled individuals attempt to identify, preserve and extend the 
boundaries of their spheres of activity. 


Although specialization allows professionals to concentrate their expertise, this approach also results in 
inappropriately compartmentalized approaches to human problems. Fragmented services are 
particularly problematic in fields such as domestic violence, where complex, interrelated concerns are 
involved. The presence of several distinct disciplines, each of which has a legitimate involvement in 
cases of domestic violence, results in a number of (often conflicting) approaches to the problem. 


Each discipline is organized around a core of basic concepts and assumptions which form 
the frame of reference from which persons trained in that discipline view the world and set 
about solving problems in their field. The concepts and assumptions which make up the 
perspective of each discipline give each its distinctive character and are the intellectual tools 
used by its practitioners. These tools are incorporated in action and problem solving and 
appear self-evident to persons socialized in the discipline. As a result, little consideration is 
likely to be given to the social consequence of applying a particular conceptual framework to 
problem solving. 

(Mercer, cited in Newberger and Bourne, 1978) 


Understanding each professional framework is an important component in promoting an effective 
interdisciplinary approach to domestic violence. The clergy, hospital administrators, lawyers, nurses, 
physicians, police officers, psychologists, social workers, and teachers all have unique orientations, 
training and approaches to domestic violence, influencing their responses to clients and their 
relationships with other professionals. As a result, interdisciplinary approaches may be more easily 
created within some professions and among certain professional groups than others. Professionals not 
yet involved in interdisciplinary initiatives will be the most difficult to reach and motivate. 


In spite of many fundamental differences in approach, degree and nature of involvement in domestic 
violence issues, and experience with interdisciplinary interaction, professionals do share some 


14 


commonalities. All have a role to play in the prevention of and response to domestic violence. Each 
has a distinct identity and contribution to make to the field, and presumably all share the goal of wanting 
the best possible and most effective care for victims and perpetrators. None of the professions has 
received comprehensive education concerning domestic violence or interdisciplinary responses. 


Attempts to bridge the unidisciplinary gap are being made in university research and teaching in a 
number of fields, and professional schools in the human services disciplines are presenting more 
interdisciplinary thinking than ever before. Nevertheless, the predominant model of practice is a 
unidisciplinary one. Interdisciplinarity is not yet a widely accepted method of practice within each 
discipline, with the possible exceptions of social work, psychology and nursing. 


The formal study of interdisciplinary professional practice appears to be virtually non-existent. Two 
European academicians, Heinz Heckhausen (1972) and Eric Jantsch (1970) have attempted to describe 
and compare different types of interdisciplinary thinking and practice. While their work does not deal 
specifically with professional practice and interaction, it does explore the nature of interdisciplinarity as a 
departure from traditional unidisciplinary thinking and practice. 


Heckhausen suggests that there are qualitative differences among interdisciplinary methods. In an article 
entitled "Discipline and Interdisciplinarity" (translation), Heckhausen presents the view that 
interdisciplinary thinking can range from "false" interdisciplinarity, where knowledge is borrowed but not 
really understood or used effectively, to true interdisciplinarity which creates common theory or practice. 
This last category, unifying interdisciplinarity (which he defines as a state of increased consistency in 
approach between two or more disciplines) is considered the most advanced. Few interdisciplinary 
teams and committees in the domestic violence field have been successful in reaching this level of 
theoretical integration, while others have difficulty in finding any common ground upon which to build 
joint procedures or programs. 


Jantsch describes a slightly different continuum (based on work by Guy Michaud) which includes five 
alternatives to unidisciplinary practice: multidisciplinarity, pluridisciplinary, crossdisciplinarity, 
interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity. According to Jantsch, individuals can co-exist with other disci- 
plines in a way which does not challenge their unidisciplinary orientation. His first three classifications, 
multidisciplinarity (the juxtaposition of unrelated disciplines), pluridisciplinarity (two or more related 
disciplines) and crossdisciplinarity (which occurs when the authority of one discipline is imposed on 
others) do not involve the integration of perspectives and practices. Interdisciplinarity, in this continuum 
of involvement, signifies a more integrated approach to the issues and involves "the interaction among 
two or more different disciplines....this interaction may range from simple communication of ideas to the 
mutual integration of organizing concepts....an interdisciplinary group consists of persons trained in 
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different concepts, methods, data and terms organized into a common effort on a common problem with 
continuous intercommunication among the participants from the different disciplines” (Jantsch, 1970, p. 
409). 


From Jantsch’s point of view, interdisciplinarity comes about as a result of interaction designed to create 
a common solution to a problem. This implies that a structured (not necessarily formalized), on-going 
process of coordination and professional interaction is necessary to bring about real change in ap- 
proaches to problems. 


Jantsch believes there is a final stage beyond interdisciplinarity -- transdisciplinarity (beyond the 
disciplines), which he defines as "establishing a common system of axioms for a set of disciplines” or the 
creation of a common understanding and response to an issue. In the domestic violence field, 
coordinating committees which oversee the effective use of joint protocols or those which have formed 
new organizations that incorporate the theory and practice of a number of disciplines might be transdis- 
ciplinary in nature if they have effectively moved beyond unidisciplinary loyalties. Examples of this level 
of development are rare. 


Even this limited theoretical treatment of interdisciplinarity is of some use in demonstrating that there are 
levels of interdisciplinary practice which professionals engage in and which in turn influence the degree 
to which unity in thinking and practice can be achieved. This knowledge will be useful in analyzing some 
of the barriers to creating interdisciplinary methods and can help to explain some of the frustration due 
to conflicts and lack of direction experienced by professionals working in interdisciplinary groups. 
Participants in such groups may have an entirely different vision of what they are working toward, the 
degree to which they expect to integrate theory and practice, and the methods for achieving these goals. 


SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 


Although many professionals have embarked upon ambitious and sophisticated programs to build 
cooperative approaches, the majority are still untouched by the development of interdisciplinary 
methods. With the possible exception of nurses, social workers and psychologists, professionals receive 
little or no preparation for an integrated response to intervention or a cooperative approach to planning 
and coordinating their responses to domestic violence. Measures to involve national, provincial /territo- 
rial and local organizations and groups in remedying this situation are crucial and timely. 
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Systemic and Structural Change 


The multi-faceted nature of domestic violence issues and interdisciplinarity requires a multi-faceted 
change strategy. Ideally, responsibility for these changes should be shared by the federal and 
provincial /territorial governments, national and provincial /territorial professional associations, institutions 
and advocacy groups, and professionals working at a local level. 


Recommendation 1: The federal and provincial/territorial governments, where appropriate, should 
change policies and procedures, removing structural and systemic barriers to interdisciplinary and 
intersectoral approaches to domestic violence issues. 


In a number of instances, current legislative and procedural approaches within government departments 
and agencies under federal or provincial/territorial jurisdiction impede the development of cooperative 
approaches. Change in the current unidisciplinary approach to the issues must come from those in a 
position of power over the system as a whole, in addition to actions taken by professionals working in a 
service delivery capacity. 


Recommendation 2: Governmental and non-governmental organizations should provide adequate 
financial and human resources to enable policy officials, program supervisors and service 
providers to coordinate services and to undertake collaborative programs. 


Although motivation and belief play key roles in the creation of successful interdisciplinary approaches, 
financial and human resources are indispensable for the creation of permanent, effective interdisciplinary 
structures and processes. This is especially true in the voluntary sector which traditionally has been 
inadequately funded. 


Recommendation 3: Universities and colleges which provide training and continuing education to 
professionals should be encouraged to present both a theoretical and a practical understanding of 
interdisciplinary approaches to their students. 


Professional schools are in a strategic position to instill an interdisciplinary orientation in new 
professionals, and to provide them and their practising colleagues with the knowledge and skills 
necessary to undertake effective interdisciplinary cooperation. 
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Change Among Professionals 


The most important contribution to increased interdisciplinarity in national and provincial /territorial 
professional associations (in addition to their role of urging systemic and structural change) lies in their 
ability to reach and influence their membership. By focusing on individual professionals and groups, 
professional associations can help individuals to make the systemic, organizational and personal 
changes necessary for the creation of interdisciplinary models. Initiatives to foster cooperative 
approaches in the domestic violence field should be focused on: 


promoting an interdisciplinary approach to domestic violence as a method of improving 
professional practice in the field; 


assisting professionals in developing and enhancing interdisciplinary and intersectoral 
relationships; 


offering support to individuals and groups that are attempting to create, maintain and 
improve community-based cooperative approaches. 


The Promotion of Interdisciplinarity 


Recommendation 4: National and provincial/territorial associations should take active leadership 
roles in fostering interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence. 


Leadership by national and provincial /territorial associations can be provided by creating a united, high- 
profile focus, and by devoting resources and expertise to the issue. 


Recommendation 5: Promotional initiatives should include the creation and distribution of general 
guidelines to professionals, fostering positive attitudes to responding to domestic violence and to 
using interdisciplinary and intersectoral methods. 


The development of interdisciplinary cooperation must be presented as advantageous and achievable. 
The creation and distribution of general guidelines for interdisciplinary practice, endorsed by the major 
professional associations, would be effective in influencing large numbers of professionals. 


Education and Information Sharing 
Recommendation 6: Initiatives should be undertaken to build a body of knowledge concerning 


interdisciplinary approaches to domestic violence, and to share this information and existing 
expertise among individuals and groups. 
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Practising professionals have indicated a strong desire for the knowledge and skills to develop 
interdisciplinary models. Face-to-face training to build successful development strategies and models 
and develop skills would enable individuals in local communities and workplaces to create 
interdisciplinary responses appropriate to their own needs and circumstances. 


Recommendation 7: Permanent resources such as training manuals, information booklets, 
resource kits, educational videos and group development models should be created as useful 
methods of disseminating accumulated knowledge and information. 


The compilation, production and distribution of tangible resource materials would ensure that 
accumulated knowledge and expertise is preserved and shared among professionals who wish to initiate 
interdisciplinary activities. 


Support for Existing Interdisciplinary Initiatives 


In order to create and maintain effective interdisciplinary interaction, professionals must be able to 
predict, prevent and resolve problems which occur within interdisciplinary initiatives. Support for existing 
interdisciplinary activities would contribute to improved interdisciplinary practice in general, since a 
significant number of professionals are currently involved in some form of cooperation. 


Recommendation 8: Educational opportunities and resources for the maintenance and 
enhancement of interdisciplinary methods should be made available to existing interdisciplinary 
groups. 


This support might include the provision of training opportunities and resource materials, facilitation of 


problem-solving sessions, a consultation service and the encouragement of networking among similar 
groups. 


Approaches to Promoting Interdisciplinarity 


It is clear from conversations with practitioners that the manner in which interdisciplinary methods are 
promoted, developed and supported is crucial to their success. 
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Providing Leadership 


Recommendation 9: National and provinciai/territorial associations should immediately undertake 
initiatives to raise awareness of interdisciplinary approaches, especially among the professional 
groups that have been least involved in cooperative approaches to domestic violence. 


Interdisciplinary approaches are considered by many to be new, unproven methods of service delivery. 
Promotional activities and materials which are applicable to each professional group would be useful in 
creating interest in new approaches and methods. 


Ensuring Broad Participation and Collaboration 


Recommendation 10: Professionals from a wide variety of disciplines, sectors and methods of 
practice should be actively involved in the design and implementation of interdisciplinary ini- 
tiatives and activities. 


All initiatives in this area should be directed by the needs of the field in order to ensure that activities and 
materials are relevant and practical to each professional group. 


Promoting Intersectoral and Intercultural Cooperation 


Recommendation 11: The promotion of interdisciplinary cooperation should be defined and 
implemented in a way which recognizes the importance of cross-sectoral and cross-cultural 
cooperation on domestic violence issues, and utilizes the expertise of community-based 
organizations. 


Defining cooperative efforts solely in terms of professional interrelationships denies the importance of 
broad-based cooperation to combat violence in families. It is vital to recognize and value the 
contributions of para-professionals and survivors of domestic violence, and their advocates, to the 
domestic violence field. Equally important is the participation of cultural minorities and aboriginal groups 
in planning and coordinating responses. 


Facilitating Community-Based Models 
Recommendation 12: Strategies for interdisciplinary development should either be directly 


relevant or easily adaptable to a variety of needs and contexts; eg., rural or isolated areas, the 
north, communities with a diverse cultural base, or specialized service areas. 
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The importance of context-specific strategies to creating interdisciplinary models is clear; however, the 
challenge is to prepare materials for general use which also reflect the diverse needs of Canadian 
communities. The degree to which similar approaches to interdisciplinary development can be used in 
the areas of wife battering, child abuse and elder abuse must be further explored. 


Recommendation 13: To be most effective, national and provincial/territorial initiatives to promote 
interdisciplinarity should be facilitative rather than directive in nature. 


A facilitative approach to interdisciplinary development would enable communities to generate their own 
solutions and build commitment to the creation of cooperative methods. 


Conclusion 


The complexity of interdisciplinary development in the domestic violence field makes careful planning 
and realistic expectations essential. While many professionals are eager to develop cooperatively, others 
maintain resistance. Enhancing collaborative approaches to domestic violence will not solve all or even 
most of the problems associated with existing responses to domestic violence issues. Interdisciplinary 
approaches are one strategy for alleviating some problems by providing a framework in which those 
concerned can work effectively together to effect change. 
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juridique de Laval 
Pont-Viau, Laval, Québec 


Christian Drolet 
CLSC du Marigot 
Laval, Québec 


Susan Eagle 
Kilworth-Delaware 
Pastoral Charge 

United Church of Canada 
London, Ontario 


Sally Feeney 

Berwick Mental 
Health Centre 
Berwick, Nova Scotia 


Danielle Fréchette 
Regroupement provincial des 
maisons d’hébergement et de 
transition pour femmes 
victimes de violence 
Montréal, Québec 


Eleanor Graham 
Middlesex/London 
District Health Unit 
London, Ontario 


Fran Grunberg 

Sexual Abuse Prevention 
Program 

Vancouver School Board 
Vancouver, B.C. 


Doris Hebb 
Evangeline Child 
Care Centre 

Kentville, Nova Scotia 


Peter Hogg 

Crown Prosecutor’s Office 
Department of the 
Attorney General 
Thompson, Manitoba 


Eunadie Johnson 
Thompson Crisis Centre 
Thompson, Manitoba 


Norma Leaky 
Thompson Crisis Centre 
Thompson, Manitoba 


Cindy MacKinnon-North 
Nova Scotia Correctional 
Services 

Kentville, Nova Scotia 


Stephen Mattson 
Nova Scotia Legal Aid 
Kentville, Nova Scotia 


Bill McCrae 
R.C.M.P. Thompson 
Thompson, Manitoba 


John W. Murphy 

Mental Health Division 

Valley Health Services Association 
Kentville, Nova Scotia 


Trevor Robinson 

Community and Youth 
Correctional Services 
Manitoba Community Services 
Thompson, Manitoba 


Phyllis Sweet 

Nova Scotia Department 
of Health 

Kentville, Nova Scotia 


31 


Wendy Harvey 

Criminal Appeals and 

Special Prosecutions’ 

Ministry of the Attorney General 
Vancouver, B.C. 


Carol Herbert 

Department of Family Practice 
University of British Columbia 
Vancouver, B.C. 


Peter Jaffe 
London Court Clinic 
London, Ontario 


Doug Kearn 
R.D. Parker Collegiate 
Thompson, Manitoba 


Barbara Lent 
Family Physician 
London, Ontario 


Flora MacLeod 
United Way of the 
Lower Mainland 
Vancouver, B.C. 


Betty McCallum 
Middlesex/London District 
Heaith Unit 

London, Ontario 


Cathy Mercer 
Program Coordinator 
Awasis Agency 
Thompson, Manitoba 


Judith Phanidis 

Greater Vancouver Mental 
Health Association 
Vancouver, B.C. 


Betty Russell 
Chrysalis House 
Kentville, Nova Scotia 


Marc Tremblay 
Secrétariat a la famille 
Québec 


Linda Tod 
Langley Mental Health Centre 
Langley, B.C. 


Mish Vadasz 
Consultant 
Vancouver, B.C. 


Andy Wachtel 
United Way of the 
Lower Mainland 
Vancouver, B.C. 


Vic Wiebe 


Health and Community Services 


Thompson, Manitoba 
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Vernon Totten 

Family & Child Services 
of King’s County 
Kentville, Nova Scotia 


Rita Van Vulpen 
Valley Mental Health Services 
Middleton, Nova Scotia 


Carol Ward-Hall 
B.C./Yukon Society 
of Transition Houses 
Vancouver, B.C. 
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